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COLLISION AVOIDANCE FOR
INSTRUMENTED PROBES DEPLOYED
FROM A SEISMIC VESSEL

CROSS REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATIONS

This application claims priority to U.S. Provisional Patent
Application No. 61/242,457 filed on Sep. 15, 2009 and
entitled “COLLISION AVOIDANCE FOR INSTRU-
MENTED PROBES DEPLOYED FROM A SEISMIC VES-
SEL”, the content of which is hereby incorporated by refer-
ence. Furthermore, this application is a continuation-in-part
of'the following U.S. Patent Application, of which this appli-
cation claims the benefit of priority from: U.S. patent appli-
cation Ser. No. 12/473,667 filed on May 28, 2009 and entitled
“SYSTEM AND METHOD OF USING AUTONOMOUS
UNDERWATER VEHICLE TO FACILITATE SEISMIC
DATA ACQUISITION”, the content of which is hereby incor-
porated by reference.

BACKGROUND

In avariety of marine environments, seismic surveys can be
taken to gain a better understanding of geological formations
beneath a body of water. Relatively large marine regions can
be surveyed by a surface vessel or vessels towing seismic
streamer cables through the water. Another vessel, or the
same vessel, can be employed in providing a seismic source,
such as a compressed air gun utilized to generate acoustic
pulses in the water. The seismic source is used to generate
energy that propagates down through the water and into the
geological formation. Marine survey data on the geological
formation can be obtained by detecting the energy reflected
from interfaces between geological formations. Hydro-
phones are connected along the seismic streamer cables to
detect the reflected energy.

Accurate collection of data by the hydrophones is affected
by changes in characteristics of the water column, such as
changes in sound velocity between regions of the water col-
umn in the survey area. The travel time of the reflected
energy/signal through the water column is needed to accu-
rately establish, for example, the depth of the target reflecting
surface. Noting these changes are important in many situa-
tions such as, for example, when processing seismic data with
three-dimensional (3D) and four-dimensional (4D) data pro-
cessing, which includes 3D seismic data acquired at different
times over the same area.

In some applications, sound velocity probes are dropped
with varying frequency from a survey vessel during the seis-
mic survey to collect data on sound velocity. The usefulness
and frequency of the drops, however, can be limited by several
factors, including operational safety considerations, risk of
tangling the sound velocity probe line with the seismic spread
equipment, requirements of the survey client, type of survey
(e.g., 4D versus 3D), knowledge of the survey space, and time
rate of sound velocity variation. Thus, sound velocity mea-
surements are taken infrequently compared to the frequency
of'sound velocity change in time and space. However, in some
situations probes may be used to measure sound velocity
continuously from a moving vessel. Regardless, doing so still
puts the probe, which is sometimes referred to as a “fish”,
close to the towed seismic array as the fish approaches the
water surface where the fish and/or its cable can tangle with
the seismic spread equipment.

SUMMARY

One embodiment of the invention concerns a probe that
couples to a seismic vessel via a tow cable. When deploying
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probes from a seismic vessel that is towing source arrays and
streamers, the probe and its tow cable can tangle with ele-
ments of the towed seismic spread. However, a cable guide
may be used to lessen the risk for such entanglement by
guiding the tow cable into the water at a distance removed
from the seismic spread. Also, the probe may be steerable to
steer the probe and tow cable away from the seismic spread.
Other features will become apparent from the following
description, drawings, and claims.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

Some embodiments of the invention are described with
respect to the following figures:

FIG. 1 is a schematic view of an autonomous underwater
vehicle deployed along a trajectory underwater to collect
data, according to an embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 2 is a schematic view of another example of an
autonomous underwater vehicle, according to an alternate
embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 3 is a schematic illustration representing the transfer
of data between the autonomous underwater vehicle and a
surface vessel, according to an embodiment of the present
invention;

FIG. 4 is a schematic illustration representing ongoing
adjustment to the trajectories traveled by the autonomous
underwater vehicle, according to an embodiment of the
present invention;

FIG. 5 is a flowchart illustrating one example of a method-
ology for utilizing the autonomous underwater vehicle,
according to an embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 6 is a flowchart illustrating another example of a
methodology for utilizing the autonomous underwater
vehicle, according to an embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 7 is a flowchart illustrating another example of a
methodology for utilizing the autonomous underwater
vehicle, according to an embodiment of the present invention;

FIG. 8 includes an embodiment of a cable guide system in
an embodiment of the invention.

FIG. 9 includes a flowchart illustrating an example of a
methodology for steering a probe in an embodiment of the
invention; and

FIG. 10 includes a computer system in one embodiment of
the invention.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

In the following description, numerous specific details are
set forth. However, it is understood that embodiments of the
invention may be practiced without these specific details.
Well-known circuits, structures, and techniques have not
been shown in detail to avoid obscuring an understanding of
this description. References to “one embodiment”, “an
embodiment”, “example embodiment”, “various embodi-
ments” and the like indicate the embodiment(s) so described
may include particular features, structures, or characteristics,
but not every embodiment necessarily includes the particular
features, structures, or characteristics. Further, some embodi-
ments may have some, all, or none of the features (utilized in
the same or differing orientations and orders) described for
other embodiments. Also, as used herein “first”, “second”,
“third” and the like describe a common object and indicate
that different instances of like objects are being referred to.
Such adjectives are not intended to imply the objects so
described must be in a given sequence, either temporally,
spatially, in ranking, or in any other manner.
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An embodiment of the invention generally relates to a
technique that can be used to improve the usefulness of seis-
mic survey data. The system and methodology utilize an
autonomous underwater vehicle to obtain data on water col-
umn characteristics in a seismic survey area. The data is then
used (e.g., processed) with corresponding seismic data
obtained during a seismic survey to improve, for example, the
accuracy of the seismic data. In one embodiment, the autono-
mous underwater vehicle is programmed to sample water
column characteristics that enable estimation of the time and
space varying sound velocity of the water column in the
seismic survey area.

The autonomous underwater vehicle is not physically
coupled to any surface seismic vessels and moves indepen-
dently underwater to desired regions of the seismic survey
area. The autonomous underwater vehicle can be prepro-
grammed and/or programmed during operation to follow
desired trajectories underwater. The underwater trajectories
are selected to obtain data on the desired water column char-
acteristics (e.g., sound velocity characteristics), which may
vary throughout different regions of the water column. Data is
transferred from the autonomous underwater vehicle to a
desired collection location (e.g., to a processing/control sys-
tem on a surface vessel). Similarly, data can be transferred
from the surface vessel to the autonomous underwater
vehicle. The transfer of data from the surface vessel to the
autonomous underwater vehicle may be used to iteratively
program the autonomous underwater vehicle to follow new
paths through the water column. For example, the autono-
mous underwater vehicle may be iteratively programmed to
follow water column characteristic interfaces, such as sound
velocity interfaces.

According to one embodiment, the autonomous underwa-
ter vehicle is a glider programmed to glide along desired
trajectories. Individual gliders or groups of gliders can be
deployed in a seismic survey area and programmed to sample
the water column. For example, the gliders may be pro-
grammed to detect water column characteristics indicative of
sound velocities in the survey area. In some embodiments,
data from the gliders is collected during surfacing; and data
also can be downloaded to the glider during the same surfac-
ing activity. In one embodiment, data is transmitted between
the glider and a surface vessel via a satellite communication
system, such as the Iridium satellite system. One example of
a suitable type of glider is the “Seaglider” developed by the
Applied Physics Laboratory-University of Washington in
cooperation with the University of Washington School of
Oceanography.

By way of example, the sampling trajectory selected for the
glider may be directed from a global positioning system (e.g.,
Global Navigation Satellite System GNSS) starting point and
by dead reckoning, inertial navigation measurements, altim-
eters, compasses, and with surface survey vessel acoustic
methods, such as long baseline and short baseline measure-
ment methods. In an alternate embodiment, communications
also can be achieved through underwater acoustic and/or
optical telemetry. Obtaining a position for the glider through
active or passive acoustic distance measurement and subse-
quent communication to the glider allows an operator on the
surface survey vessel to control the trajectory of the glider.
The history of descent or ascent enables an operator to down-
load information regarding an updated desired path for the
glider. The process of updating the glider path also can be
automated according to specific objectives for changing the
glider trajectory. For example, objectives for changing the
glider trajectory may include avoiding obstructions and other
vehicles (e.g., surface vessels or seismic spread equipment
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deployed to acquire the survey data), which may be moving
through the survey area during a scheduled surfacing of the
glider.

In one embodiment, the autonomous underwater vehicle
(e.g., glider) is used to map the sound velocity of the survey
area for geophysical signal propagation. Because the autono-
mous underwater vehicle can be redirected by updating its
program, the glider may be used to follow water column
characteristic interfaces, such as sound velocity (density)
interfaces detected during an earlier survey to define the
boundaries of these interfaces and to monitor movement of
the interfaces. For example, the autonomous underwater
vehicle enables sound velocity gradients to be followed so as
to obtain the most information from the shortest travel dis-
tances. In many applications, the programmed trajectory may
be updated iteratively based on local feedback from the sur-
vey vessel.

In another embodiment, the autonomous underwater
vehicle can be used to follow a sound velocity gradient or a
water mass boundary based on internal local measurements.
The measurements are translated to steering commands that
drive the autonomous underwater vehicle in a direction that is
desired. For example, if the wall of an eddy is to be mapped,
the autonomous underwater vehicle can be used to seek the
water column salinity and temperature interface values that
define the wall or boundary. The autonomous underwater
vehicle also can be used to monitor the presence and location
of marine mammals in the survey area to conform to local
regulations that may affect seismic operations. For example,
the autonomous underwater vehicle can be programmed to
move up and down at edges of the survey area or at other/
additional strategic locations to detect marine mammal
sounds by hydrophones. Data on the marine mammals can
then be relayed back to a surface vessel or other collection
location.

Referring generally to FIG. 1, an autonomous underwater
vehicle 20 is illustrated according to an embodiment of the
present invention. In this embodiment, vehicle 20 is illus-
trated as following a desired trajectory 22 through a water
column 24 of a seismic survey area 26. Although autonomous
underwater vehicle 20 may be designed in a variety of con-
figurations, one example is the illustrated glider 28 that can be
programmed to glide along the desired trajectory 22.

In the embodiment illustrated, the autonomous underwater
vehicle 20 (e.g., glider) comprises an outer shell or hull 30
that is hydrodynamically designed to have a low coefficient of
drag as the vehicle moves through the water. The autonomous
underwater vehicle 20 also may comprise a control system
32, such as a processor base control system, powered by a
suitable battery 34. By way of example, battery 34 may com-
prise a battery pack movable along an internal structure 36 to
adjust the balance/inclination of the autonomous underwater
vehicle 20. Additionally, wings 38 are mounted to extend
from shell 30 in a manner that helps control the gliding of
vehicle 20 along trajectory 22. A plurality of stabilizer fins 40
may be attached to a tail section 42 of shell 30 to further
stabilize the movement of vehicle 20 along desired trajecto-
ries 22. Additionally, further control over autonomous under-
water vehicle 20 can be achieved by selectively inflating and
deflating a bladder 44 to change the buoyancy of vehicle 20.
The bladder 44 may be inflated, for example, to cause vehicle
20 to surface for transmission of data to or from a surface
vessel.

Transmission of data from autonomous underwater vehicle
20 to a surface location, e.g. a surface vessel, and transmis-
sion of data to vehicle 20 can be accomplished via an antenna
46 couple to a suitable transceiver 48 which, in turn, is con-
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nected to control system 32. By way of example, antenna 46
may be mounted to extend from tail section 42. Accordingly,
when bladder 44 is inflated to cause vehicle 20 to surface,
antenna 46 extends above the water line to facilitate transmis-
sion of data. It should be noted, however, that underwater data
transmission techniques also can be utilized. Additionally,
control system 32 can be designed to exercise automatic
control over the movement of vehicle 20. For example, con-
trol 32 may comprise a proportional integral derivative (PID)
controller that can be used to respond to sensed characteris-
tics in the water column. In some applications a PID control-
ler or other suitable controller is used to follow a gradient,
edge, boundary, or other phenomenon in the water column.

The data on water column characteristics is detected via
sensors 50 that are coupled to control system 32. For example,
one or more sound velocity sensors 52 may be used to monitor
one or more characteristics indicative of the sound velocity at
various regions of the water column 24 as vehicle 20
progresses along desired trajectories 22. By way of example,
the sound velocity sensors 52 may comprise density sensors
able to detect the varying density of the water and water
column 24. However, additional or other types of sensors also
can be employed to detect characteristics indicative of sound
velocity at specific positions along each trajectory 22. Other
types of sensors 50 also may be used to collect other data
throughout the seismic survey area 26. For example, sensors
50 may comprise one or more hydrophones 54 and/or accel-
erometers 56. By way of example, sensors 54 and 56 can be
used to monitor noise levels in the seismic survey area to aid
in the design of filters better able to enhance the signal to
noise ratio in filtered streamer data obtained during the actual
seismic survey.

The autonomous underwater vehicle 20 may have a variety
of'other configurations and incorporate additional or alternate
components. In FIG. 2, for example, an alternate embodiment
of autonomous underwater vehicle 20 is illustrated with a
charging system 58 designed to enhance the life of battery 34.
Inthis example, an impeller 60 is coupled to a generator 62 to
charge battery 34. As autonomous underwater vehicle 20
descends along a desired trajectory 22, water flows through
impeller 60 to rotate the impeller and power generator 62. The
generator 62 outputs current to battery 34 to charge the bat-
tery for longer battery life during operation of the various
systems on autonomous underwater vehicle 20. However,
charging system 58 also facilitates the use of battery 34 to
power an optional propulsion system that can be used to move
vehicle 20 through water column 24.

Asillustrated in FIG. 3, autonomous underwater vehicle 20
can be designed to communicate with a surface control sys-
tem 64 located on, for example, a surface vessel 66. Surface
vessel 66 may comprise one of the seismic survey vessels or
an independent vessel for use in obtaining data from vehicle
20 and for controlling the movement of vehicle 20 through
water column 24. In the embodiment illustrated, autonomous
underwater vehicle 20 communicates with surface control
system 64 via a satellite communication system 68. As
described above, bladder 44 may be inflated to increase the
buoyancy of vehicle 20 and to move the vehicle to the surface
such that antenna 46 extends through the surface of the water,
as illustrated.

The autonomous underwater vehicle 20 also can be moved
to the surface to facilitate retrieval. Retrieval may be accom-
plished by monitoring movement of vehicle 20 with onboard
positioning systems, as described above. Additionally, or in
the alternative, the vehicle 20 can utilize the satellite commu-
nication system 68 to send a GNSS fix via satellite after
surfacing. A homing beacon signal system also can be incor-
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porated into the vehicle 20 and a homing beacon signal can be
used as a primary or backup locator. In addition to being a
locator, the relationship can be reversed so the retrieval plat-
form emits a homing beacon signal to bring the autonomous
underwater vehicle 20 home. This allows the retrieval plat-
form to continue with its primary mission profile until the
autonomous underwater vehicle is close enough to be
retrieved.

By utilizing satellite communications system 68 or another
suitable communication system, data can be repeatedly sent
to autonomous underwater vehicle to adjust the trajectory or
trajectories of vehicle 20 during operation without retrieval of
the vehicle, as illustrated in FIG. 4. For example, surface
control 64 may be used in cooperation with communication
system 68 to send new program instructions to autonomous
underwater vehicle 20 at each surfacing location 70. The
updating of program instructions and the changes to trajec-
tory can be conducted on an iterative basis to pursue desired
underwater regions or phenomena. For example, the program
instructions controlling trajectory 22 can be updated to enable
vehicle 20 to follow or otherwise explore a sound velocity
interface in water column 24.

In an application where the autonomous underwater
vehicle 20 is following a boundary defining a water column
characteristic, e.g. a current boundary, one method for obtain-
ing the coordinates of the boundary is by tracking the autono-
mous underwater vehicle from vessels engaged in acquiring
seismic data. This can be achieved with various acoustic
positioning systems, including long baseline systems, short
baseline systems, ultra short baseline systems and other suit-
able systems. The trajectory of the vehicle 20 also may be
transmitted back to the vessel during surface visits, as
described above. In the latter application, the trajectory can be
determined by dead reckoning between GNSS fixes.

In some of these applications, the processing system 32 of
vehicle 20 can be used to compute the coordinates of the
vehicle. For example, hydrophones 54 can be positioned on
the autonomous underwater vehicle 20 at specific geometries
and separation distances to enable operation of a short base-
line system or an ultra short baseline system type of position-
ing system. If the depth measurement is known, two or more
hydrophones 54 can be used to enable determination of posi-
tion. Otherwise, three or more hydrophones are positioned on
vehicle 20 with sufficient separation to measure the phase
difference between an acoustic wave transmitted by a trans-
mitter on a home platform, such as a transmitter on surface
vessel 66. If the acoustic signal has the coordinates of the
transmitter modulated on it, the internal processing system 32
of'the vehicle 20 can compute its own coordinates. The coor-
dinates can be stored and/or used in making steering deci-
sions. For example, decisions can be made to steer toward the
transmitter or to steer according to a planned trajectory.

The trajectory of the autonomous underwater vehicle 20
can be selected/designed to acquire, for example, water cur-
rent and sound velocity information as near in time is practi-
cally possible to the passage of the survey spread through the
same survey area. This approach enables very accurate posi-
tioning of the survey spread equipment. Based on mapping of
the current regime revealed by the autonomous underwater
vehicle trajectories, the data acquisition can be adapted to
obtain the optimum spread element positions for time lapse
surveys.

Based on the trajectory of the autonomous underwater
vehicle 20, the current can be mapped in the survey area. This
current information can be combined with other information,
such as acoustic Doppler current profiler current meter data,
to beused as input to alocal current model. The current model
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predicts current in areas where no measurements are available
but that will be traversed by the seismic spread. The predic-
tions enable various control algorithms used by the spread
control elements to anticipate what steering commands
should be sent to the steering apparatus to optimize the tra-
jectory of the seismic spread for geophysical objectives, such
as coverage and time lapse repeatability.

During movement of autonomous underwater vehicle 20
through water column 24, the position of the vehicle is
tracked and the data obtained is stored for transmission to
surface control 64. For example, the data obtained may be
transmitted to surface control 64 for further analysis during
surfacing of vehicle 20. Knowledge of water column charac-
teristics can be used to facilitate and improve analysis of
seismic data obtained during corresponding seismic surveys
of the seismic survey area 26. By way of a specific example,
data can be accumulated on the varying sound velocity
through water column 24, and this knowledge is then used in
subsequent data processing to improve the quality of the final
image generated from seismic data obtained during the cor-
responding seismic survey. A more detailed knowledge of the
varying sound velocity through the water column as a func-
tion of depth, position and time can further improve the final
image.

The sound velocity data and/or other water column char-
acteristic data may be utilized in a variety of applications. For
example, sound velocity data can be used by surface control
64 or other suitable processing systems in the computation of
“static” (i.e., time shift) corrections applicable to the seismic
data obtained during a corresponding seismic survey of the
seismic survey area 26. When sound velocity through the
water column varies, the travel time of the seismic arrivals
during the seismic survey also varies and results in undesired
time shifts on the seismic data. In 3D surveys, varying sound
velocity through the water can cause significant errors that
require correction.

In one application, data from one or more autonomous
underwater vehicles 20 is used to adjust the seismic survey
spread elements. Initially, the coordinates of the autonomous
underwater vehicle or vehicles is obtained. As described
above, a variety of methods can be used to obtain the coordi-
nates, including instrumentation aided dead reckoning or
acoustic positioning techniques. One or both of control sys-
tem 32 and surface control 64 is used to process collected data
and to separate, for example, current direction and amplitude
of force from lift induced forces at the autonomous underwa-
ter vehicle. Based on the processed data, various adjustments
can be made to steering control spread elements to optimize
the spread element trajectory for specific geophysical objec-
tives. Examples of adjustments include surface vessel rudder
adjustments, qfin wing adjustments, source steering adjust-
ments, and winch adjustments. The trajectories of the autono-
mous underwater vehicles can be optimized to determine
currents ahead of the seismic spread and to provide the most
recent and accurate current regime.

By utilizing autonomous underwater vehicles 20, e.g. glid-
ers, data with a greater level of detail is obtained and applied
in computing the static corrections. The vehicles 20 can be
used to fully sample the water column in both space (X andY
positions) and in depth. Consequently, more accurate and
locally specific corrections can be applied to the seismic data.
Additionally, the vehicles 20 can be used over time to con-
tinuously sample the water column and to detect ongoing
changes in the sound velocity for continued correction of the
seismic data.

In a related application, the static corrections are used on
surface control 64 or another suitable system in the process-
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ing of time-lapse data. The static corrections can be particu-
larly important when processing time-lapse data because
small changes in the seismic response are easily masked by
time shifts. By utilizing the detailed data/information pro-
vided by vehicles 20, the time-lapse images that are con-
structed based on the seismic data can be significantly
improved.

In other applications, the autonomous underwater vehicles
20 are used to obtain sufficient data to construct a water sound
velocity model. In creating very high resolution images, for
example, the “static” time corrections may not be sufficient to
create the desired image. In this situation, the data obtained by
vehicles 20 can be used in constructing the water sound
velocity model, and the model can be directly incorporated in
either re-datuming the seismic data or in the imaging step
itself.

As described above, one or more autonomous underwater
vehicles 20 can be used to obtain other types of data. For
example, additional sensors 50, such as hydrophones 54 and/
or accelerometers 56, may be incorporated into vehicle 20 to
record seismic data. The seismic data recorded by the autono-
mous underwater vehicle 20 is used to complement the seis-
mic data recorded conventionally during a corresponding
seismic survey. For example, with a stationary seismic source
recorded by a slowly moving autonomous underwater vehicle
20 (e.g., glider), a fully sampled “shot-domain” record can be
recorded. Sampling seismic signals with varying depth also
can add value to seismic data that emphasizes different fre-
quency content. The additional sampling is not limited by
conventional spread dimensionality or by the cost of operat-
ing a seismic vessel to obtain higher crossline sampling den-
sity. Depending on the specific application, the complemen-
tary seismic data obtained by the glider or other autonomous
underwater vehicle can be used to supplement the seismic
data in a variety of analyses. As described above, hydro-
phones can be incorporated into the autonomous underwater
vehicle 20 for recording the sound of marine mammals and
for detecting the presence of those mammals (e.g., whales).
One operational mode for autonomous underwater vehicles
20 is as virtual buoys. In this mode, the autonomous under-
water vehicles rise and fall in the same vertical space with no
significant horizontal motion. The vehicles 20 can be
arranged around the periphery of the survey area and can be
used to detect and triangulate to marine mammals.

The detection of marine mammals can be carried out by
vehicle 20 simultaneously or separately with respect to other
vehicle functions (e.g., determining sound velocities and cur-
rent mapping within the survey area). In some applications,
one or more additional hydrophones 54 can be appropriately
designed and mounted on autonomous underwater vehicle 20
to capture the range of frequencies expected from marine
mammals. The additional hydrophones 54 are fitted into
vehicle 20 together with dedicated processing system 32 and
other sensors 50, such as the sound velocity and position
determination sensors. This allows each vehicle 20 to operate
as multifunctional vehicle in the survey area during seismic
acquisition.

If the signal of a marine mammal (e.g., whale) has a fre-
quency high enough so that the separation of the hydrophones
54 allow vehicle 20/processing system 32 to measure the
signal phase difference, the marine mammal can be posi-
tioned relative to the vehicle. It should also be noted that in
contrast to hydrophones used in streamers of the survey
spread equipment, the hydrophones 54 can be specifically
designed to capture the frequencies of whales or other marine
mammals. In marine mammal detection applications, the
vehicles 20 may be located away from the survey spread
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equipment to locate marine mammals and to predict their
movements. The data obtained can then be used for line
planning with respect to the survey spread equipment to avoid
marine mammals that would otherwise travel through the
survey area.

In operation, the autonomous underwater vehicles 20 may
be used in a variety of ways to improve the usefulness of
seismic survey data. In one operational example, each
autonomous underwater vehicle 20 is initially programmed to
glide or otherwise move along a set trajectory, as illustrated
by block 72 of the flowchart illustrated in FIG. 5. The vehicle
20 is then released to glide along the desired trajectory, as
illustrated by block 74, and to collect data on water column
characteristics until resurfacing, as illustrated by block 76.
While at the surface, data may be transmitted from vehicle 20
to surface control 64 located on, for example, surface vessel
66; and data also may be sent from surface control 64 to
vehicle 20. For example, new program instructions can be
sent to vehicle 20, as illustrated by block 78. Based on the new
program instructions, the trajectory is revised so that vehicle
20 glides along a new trajectory, as illustrated by block 80.
Upon completion of the trajectory, the autonomous underwa-
ter vehicle resurfaces, as illustrated by block 82, for the trans-
fer of data to or from surface control 64. This process can be
used as an iterative process and repeated until the desired data
on the water column 24 is obtained, as illustrated by block 84.

In a specific application, the autonomous underwater
vehicle 20 (or vehicles) is used to collect data on sound
velocities in a marine survey area, as indicated by block 86 of
FIG. 6. For example, appropriate sensors 50 may be used to
monitor water density or other characteristics indicative of
sound velocity at that particular position within the survey
area. As the movement of vehicle 20 is tracked along trajec-
tories 22 through the marine survey area, the vehicle 20 is able
to determine changes in sound velocities throughout the area,
as indicated by block 88. A seismic survey also is conducted
in the marine survey area, as indicated by block 90. The
seismic survey may be conducted immediately following the
collection of data by autonomous underwater vehicle 20, or
the seismic survey can be conducted while the vehicle 20 is
collecting data or prior to the collection of data by vehicle 20.
The data on changes in sound velocities in the marine survey
area is used to adjust the seismic survey data, as indicated by
block 92. The adjustments to the seismic survey data can be
performed on surface control system 64 according to various
programs and/or models as discussed above.

However, autonomous underwater vehicle also can be used
in the detection and/or monitoring of a variety of water col-
umn characteristics, as indicated generally by the flowchart
example of FIG. 7. In this general example, one or more
autonomous underwater vehicles 20 are initially deployed, as
indicated by block 94. Depending on the sensors incorporated
into vehicles 20, the vehicles can be used to detect one or
more desired water column characteristics, as indicated by
block 96. The ability to continually update or change the
trajectory of the autonomous underwater vehicles enables an
operator to locate characteristic interfaces in the water col-
umn, as indicated by block 98. The interfaces can then be
explored or followed to collect detailed data on the extent and
location of the interface, as indicated by block 100. In some
applications, the interface data and other data collected from
the autonomous underwater vehicles 20 is used to prepare a
map of the characteristics throughout the seismic survey area,
as indicated by block 102. The map created and/or the other
data obtained by the autonomous underwater vehicles 20 then
may be used to improve the accuracy of the actual seismic
survey, as indicated by block 104.
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Generally, the autonomous underwater vehicles 20, e.g.
gliders, may be used in cooperation with conventional survey
vessels to enable more frequent data exchange and trajectory
updates. Additionally, the vehicles 20 may be combined with
a variety of other sensors and components that enabled the
collection, monitoring, and/or transfer of data with process-
ing centers. For example, the vehicles 20 may be fitted with
seismic data recording sensors to both complement conven-
tional acquisition and to acquire seismic data independently.
The autonomous underwater vehicles 20 also may be used in
a wide variety of applications, including the detection and/or
mapping of varying sound velocities through a seismic survey
area. It should further be noted that the size shape and struc-
ture of the vehicle 20 can be adjusted for various factors,
including glide distance, environment, vehicle components,
obstacles, and other factors that can affect the function of
autonomous underwater vehicles 20. A variety of techniques
also can be used to determine or track the position of the
vehicles 20 in the water column, as discussed above. In many
applications, the vehicles 20 are able to glide while collecting
data. However, propulsion systems also may be incorporated
into the autonomous underwater vehicle to facilitate travel
throughout the seismic survey area.

Embodiments of the invention are not limited to autono-
mous underwater vehicles. For example, an embodiment con-
cerns a probe that couples to a seismic vessel via a tow cable.
As addressed above, when deploying probes from a seismic
vessel that is towing source arrays and streamers, the probe
and/or its tow cable can tangle or collide with elements of the
towed seismic spread. In FIG. 8, cable guide 835 is used to
lessen the risk for such entanglement. Vessel 801 includes
outside decks 845, 825, 830. Seismic source lines 820 are
towed from deck 830. Streamer lines 815 are towed from deck
825. Decks 825, 830 constitute valuable and congested deck
space. To avoid further crowding decks 825, 830 winch 802 is
located on deck 845. Dashed line 847 indicates a probe cable
extending to probe 854, albeit through and among source
lines 820 and streamer lines 815. Such an arrangement
increases the risk for entanglement between any or all of lines
815, 820, 847 and probe 854. However, in an embodiment of
the invention guide 835 routes probe cable 810 from winch
802 and boom 805 to or near water surface 846 and to probe
840. Placing guide 835 near the water surface helps keep
probe cable 810 deep and away from lines 815, 820. Embodi-
ments of the invention are not limited to a vessel with any
specific number of decks and are also not limited by whether
seismic array tow lines are towed from any specific location
on a vessel.

Examples of such physical guides are varied. For example,
guide 835 may include a conduit, pipe, donut, channel, con-
ductor, duct, flume, tube, track, corridor, and/or passage
arranged to guide the probe cable away from the seismic
array. A pulley or wheel may couple to the guide to help
reduce friction on line 810 as the line moves due to winch 802
and/or movement (e.g., free fall or propulsion) of probe 840.
Cable 810 itself may be coated with a low friction coating to
ease friction and prolong cable life. Also, referring to cable
810 as tow cable may not necessarily mean all embodiments
require probe 840 be towed. Cable 810 may lend only struc-
tural coupling to probe 840 but, in some embodiments, may
also include power and/or data lines (e.g., communication).
Power may be used to activate steering fins and/or propulsion
mechanisms (e.g., impeller, propeller, and the like).

Guide 835 may be located in several locations such as at or
near water surface 846 or below any upper decks (e.g., 825,
830) that deploy seismic array cables 815, 820. Guide 835
may extend below water surface 846, and possibly even
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below vessel 801, and may include a foil profile to decrease
water resistance. Such an orientation will give cable 810 a
more vertically inclined orientation until the cable is in the
water and increase the effective deployment depth to below
the water line and perhaps deeper than the vessel hull bottom.

In an embodiment, guide 835 may include a birth or pas-
sage, such as a diameter of a conduit, which is wider than
probe 840. This will allow probe 840 to be raised all the way
to boom 805, which may swivel or be otherwise capable of
moving a retrieved probe onto a deck. In an embodiment,
multiple guides may be stationed along vessel 801 such as, for
example, between decks 825, 830 and even between decks
825, 845. Doing so may allow one to guide cable 810 along
the left or right edge of the stern of vessel 801, thereby
avoiding cables 815, 820. In an embodiment, guide 835 itself
may be raised or lowered to winch 802.

In an embodiment, cable 810 may couple to a probe such as
probe 20 in FIG. 1 or 2. For explanation purposes, at times a
probe may be interchangeably referred to as probe 20 (FIG.
1-4) or 840 (FIG. 8) but such descriptions should not be
interpreted as limiting embodiments to any one probe. Cable
810 may couple to probe 20 at any location such as, the front,
back, bottom, or top surfaces of probe 20. Antenna 46 may be
positioned accordingly (e.g., internal to shell or case 30) to
avoid contact with cable 810. Thus, probe fins 38 may be
controlled to steer probe 20, and cable 801, away from
obstacles such as lines 815, 820. As noted above, fins 38 may
be maneuvered to adjust the vertical (i.e., depth or Z) and
horizontal (X and Y) locations of probe 20. Furthermore,
bladder 44 may be inflated/deflated to position probe 20 and
cable 801 away from obstacles. As further indicated above,
device 20 may include propulsion mechanisms (e.g., powered
propeller and/or impellar systems) as well to further aid navi-
gating probe 20.

Inan embodiment, probe 20 includes sensor 52, which may
detect depth, and depth keeping wings 38. Wings 38 and/or 40
may be used to steer probe 20. Demanded depth may be a
function ofthe amount of cable 810 deployed from winch 802
(“cable out”). Cable out may be measured at winch 802 and
depth may be measured by pressure sensor 52. These two data
points (from cable out and from depth recordings) may be
used separately or combined to bring probe 20 to a desired
depth via corresponding depth control commands imple-
mented via control 32. Probe 20 may include a processor for
computing the desired depth (e.g., control system 32) or such
a system can be located aboard vessel 801 or some chase
vessel. Control system 32 may be programmed to keep probe
20 at least, for example, twenty meters below surface 846
assuming seismic gun sources may be ten meters below sur-
face 824. Thus, fish 20 will remain deeper than the deepest
seismic spread element to avoid collision with such elements.
The ability to stay at that predetermined depth may be imple-
mented automatically via control system 32. In other words,
fish 20 may automatically stay a certain distance below or
aside any element of the tow seismic array.

Again, probe 20 (also referred to as fish 20) itself is not the
only collision risk. Tow cable 810, through which communi-
cations and/or power to winch 802 and data controllers on
vessel 801 may occur in certain embodiments, may also come
in contact with the seismic spread elements. However, con-
trolling fish 20 as described above (in both the vertical and
horizontal directions) can also control cable 810 location in
the water column with respect to seismic spread elements
815, 820 and the associated guns and/or streamers.
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In order to know where to locate fish 20 to ensure cable 810
is steered away from obstacles, a physical model can be used
to estimate the cable location and shape based on the depth of
the towed fish or probe.

Also, various positioning devices can be incorporated into
the probe to allow real time monitoring of its trajectory for
obstacle avoidance. Sensor 52 (e.g., a pressure or depth sen-
sor) is a positioning device in the vertical direction. Two or
more hydrophones 54 and accelerometers 56 located in fish
20 can receive acoustic signals to compute phase or time of
arrival differences with respect to an acoustic transmitter used
to position the fish. Using phase or time differences, for
example, enables estimates of the range and angles of fish 20
with respect to the transmitter. Embodiments of such com-
munication systems are addressed further above. One or more
transmitters can be located anywhere in the seismic spread
(e.g., connected or coupled to a streamer or gun line) where
the coordinates of the transmitters are known with adequate
accuracy to give a useful relation between fish 20 and the
spread elements. An ideal example of this positioning mecha-
nism is if transmitters in an array transmit an acoustic signal
to fish 20. These transmitters have coordinate estimates
resulting from the network adjustment that occurs at every
positioning cycle, such as every acoustic shot cycle. The
geometry and proximity of the transmitters in the seismic
spread is very favorable for positioning the tow fish when it is
in most danger of coming in contact with the spread elements.

Also, fish 20 may include a sonar device to detect obstacles
(e.g., seismic array, underwater obstructions, marine life, and
the like) in the water column and compute its proximity to
those. Combined with lateral and vertical position controlling
mechanisms, knowledge of proximity to obstacles can allow
towed fish 20 to actively avoid collisions.

FIG. 9 includes a flowchart illustrating an example of a
methodology for steering a probe in an embodiment of the
invention. For explanation purposes, elements from FIGS.
1-8 are used to illustrate method 900. Block 905 includes
towing a probe assembly, which includes probe 840 and
probe cable 810, and a seismic array from seismic vessel 801,
which is underway (i.e., making self-driven progress through
the water; not at anchor, aground, or made fast to the shore).
Probe cable 810 couples probe 840 to seismic vessel 801.
Probe cable 810 is deployed into the water via cable guide
835, which couples to seismic vessel 801 near water surface
846 and below lowest outside deck 830 included in the stern
of seismic vessel 801. The seismic array includes streamers,
seismic source guns, and cables 815, 820 coupling the
streamers and seismic source guns to seismic vessel 801.

Block 910 includes acquiring water characteristic data, via
probe 840, while seismic vessel 801 is advancing, under its
own power, and actively towing the seismic array. In other
words, method 900 allows a ship to sample water character-
istic while actively towing a seismic spread. Thus, rather than
remain idle or adrift while determining water characteristic
data, vessel 801 can “actively tow” the seismic spread while
collecting water characteristic data, as typically occurs during
or between acoustic pulsing during maritime seismic testing.
Water characteristic data may be varied and may include, for
example, density, temperature, salinity, and depth data—all
ofwhich may be used to determine sound velocity and may be
determined using sensor or sensors 50. The water character-
istic data may allow a party to better determine how sound
velocity in the water layer may vary laterally and vertically
(e.g., due to spatial variations and vertical gradients in tem-
perature and salinity), as well as with calendar time.

In an embodiment, acquiring the water characteristic data
may include repeatedly allowing the probe to free-fall below
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the water surface and then raising the probe towards the water
surface. These free-falls can last varying amounts of time
such as 1, 5, 10 minutes and more. During the cycles of
free-fall and retrieval, embodiments may be used to deter-
mine the location of probe 840 and automatically alter the
navigation module to maintain probe 840 at least a predeter-
mined distance away from the seismic array.

Block 915 includes determining a location of a portion of
the probe assembly, where the assembly includes probe 840
and probe cable 810, while the seismic array is being actively
towed and probe 840 is submerged below water surface 846
(and not visible to those standing on decks 845, 825, 830). In
an embodiment, determining the location ofthe portion of the
probe assembly may include determining the depth of probe
840. However, determining the location of the portion of the
probe assembly may include determining the depth of probe
cable 810. Other location determining embodiments are dis-
cussed above and include methods involving acoustic (e.g.,
interplay between transmitters or transceivers in seismic
array or coupled to vessel 801), radio-frequency, satellite
(e.g., GPS), and/or communications via hardwired lines in
cable 810.

In an embodiment, determining the location of a portion of
the probe assembly may include determining a location of a
portion of probe cable 810 based on communications with
communication modules 850, 851, 852, 853 staggered at
intervals along probe cable 810. A processing system, such as
system 32 of vehicle 20, can be used to compute the coordi-
nates ofthe cable communication modules 850, 851, 852, 853
and, as aresult, the portions of cable 810 where those modules
are located. For example, modules 850, 851, 852, 853 may
include hydrophones at specific geometries and separation
distances to enable operation of a short baseline system or an
ultra short baseline system type of positioning system. If the
depth measurement is known, two or more hydrophones 54
can be used to enable determination of position. Otherwise,
three or more hydrophones are positioned on cable 810 with
sufficient separation to measure the phase difference between
an acoustic wave transmitted by a transmitter on a home
platform, such as a transmitter on, for example, surface vessel
801, a streamer included in the seismic spread, or even in
probe 20. If the acoustic signal has the coordinates of the
transmitter modulated on it, a processing system located
aboard vessel 801 or within probe 20 can compute coordi-
nates of the relevant portions of cable 810. The coordinates
can be stored and/or used in making steering decisions. For
example, decisions can be made to steer probe 20 toward the
transmitter or away from the transmitter (e.g., automatically
or based on newly received navigation path from an operator),
thereby moving probe 840 and/or cable 810 towards or away
from portions of the seismic spread and/or vessel 801. In one
embodiment, by locating modules 850, 851, 852, 853 not
immediately adjacent the probe, one can monitor where par-
ticular portions of cable 810 are located. For example, cable
portions that might surface 100-300 meters aft of vessel 801
may be too close to seismic guns located in that same area.
Thus, cable portions likely to be in this area may be candi-
dates for communications modules such as transmitters,
receivers, transceivers, and the like.

Block 920 includes, based on the determined location of
the portion of the probe assembly from block 915, altering a
navigation module, included in probe 840, to consequently
steer probe 840 away from a portion of the seismic array. In an
embodiment, altering the navigation module to steer the
probe includes changing a buoyancy of buoyancy bladder 44
included in probe 20. In an embodiment, altering the naviga-
tion module to steer the probe includes changing a deflection
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angle of steering fin 38 and/or steering fin 40. Embodiments
may include using propulsion mechanisms in probe 20 to
“actively propel” probe 20 (i.e., not relying on drift, current,
or free-fall activity) to a desired direction or location. The
propulsion mechanism may couple to a power source located,
for example, within the probe or aboard the seismic vessel
(e.g., supply power from vessel to probe via cable 810). Also,
by altering the navigation module to steer the probe one also
may steer a portion of the probe cable (e.g., portions near
modules 850, 851, 852, 853) away from the seismic array
based on, for example, determining the location of a portion
of'probe cable 810 (e.g., portions near modules 850, 851, 852,
853).

In an embodiment, the navigation module may be altered
automatically (i.e., without direct manual human interven-
tion) to maintain probe 840 at least a predetermined distance
below the seismic array and, hence, the water surface. For
example, if a user typically deploys seismic guns ten meters
below surface 846, based on feedback from sensors such as
depth sensor 52 in probe 20 and/or modules 850, 851, 852,
853 on cable 810. As mentioned above, control system 32 of
probe 20 can be designed to exercise automatic control over
the movement of vehicle 20. Also as mentioned above, such
control (whether automatic or non-automatic) may alter the
navigation module to adjust the vertical and/or horizontal
trajectory of the probe using, for example, bladder 44 and/or
one or more fins 38.

In an embodiment, the system may maintain the probe at
least a predetermined distance away from a portion of the
seismic array (e.g., cables 820, 815, streamers, seismic guns)
based on determining the length of probe cable 810 deployed
from winch 802 and/or a measurement from depth sensor 52
included in probe 20.

Also, probe 840 may be steered to remove slack in towed
probe cable 810. Such slack can occur due to over-rotation of
winch 802, foul weather, and the like.

Block 925 includes conducting far-field seismic testing
with probe 840. For example, additional sensors 50, such as
hydrophones 54 and/or accelerometers 56, may be incorpo-
rated into vehicle 20 to record seismic data. The seismic data
recorded by probe 20 may complement the seismic data
recorded conventionally during a corresponding seismic sur-
vey. Probe 20 may be used to sample seismic signals at
varying depths different from those of the various streamers.
This may add value to seismic data that emphasizes different
frequency content. Thus, far-field seismic testing may include
inducing an acoustic pulse with the seismic source guns and
recording seismic data, resulting from the acoustic pulse,
with probe 20. Probe 20 may record, for example, 20, 30, 40,
50, 60, 70, 80 or more meters from the nearest seismic source
gun.

Embodiments may be implemented in many different sys-
tem types. Referring now to FIG. 10, shown is a block dia-
gram of a system in accordance with an embodiment of the
present invention. All or elements of system 50 may be
included in fish 20, vessel 801, and the like. Multiprocessor
system 500 is a point-to-point (P-P) interconnect system and
includes first processor 570 and second processor 580
coupled via point-to-point interconnect 550. Each of proces-
sors 570 and 580 may be multicore processors. The term
“processor” may refer to any device or portion of a device that
processes electronic data from registers and/or memory to
transform that electronic data into other electronic data that
may be stored in registers and/or memory (e.g., controller).
First processor 570 may include a memory controller hub
(MCH) and P-P interfaces. Similarly, second processor 580
may include a MCH and P-P interfaces. The MCHs may
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couple the processors to respective memories, namely
memory 532 and memory 534, which may be portions of
main memory (e.g., dynamic random access memory
(DRAM)) locally attached to the respective processors. First
processor 570 and second processor 580 may be coupled to
chipset 590 via P-P interconnects 552, 554 respectively. Fur-
thermore, chipset 590 may be coupled to first bus 516 via an
interface. Various input/output (I/O) devices 514 may be
coupled to first bus 516, along with bus bridge 518, which
couples first bus 516 to second bus 520. Various devices may
be coupled to second bus 520 including, for example, key-
board/mouse 522, communication devices 526, and data stor-
ageunit 528 (e.g., disk drive or other mass storage device that
includes code 530). Further, audio /O 524 may be coupled to
second bus 520.

Embodiments may be implemented in code and may be
stored on a storage medium having stored thereon instruc-
tions which can be used to program a system to perform the
instructions. The storage medium may include, but is not
limited to, any type of disk including floppy disks, optical
disks, solid state drives (SSDs), compact disk read-only
memories (CD-ROMs), compact disk rewritables (CD-
RWs), and magneto-optical disks, semiconductor devices
such as read-only memories (ROMs), random access memo-
ries (RAMs) such as DRAMS, static random access memories
(SRAMs), erasable programmable read-only memories
(EPROMs), flash memories, electrically erasable program-
mable read-only memories (EEPROMSs), magnetic or optical
cards, or any other type of media suitable for storing elec-
tronic instructions. Such computer-readable or computer-us-
able storage medium or media is (are) considered to be part of
an article (or article of manufacture). An article or article of
manufacture can refer to any manufactured single component
or multiple components.

Embodiments of the invention may be described herein
with reference to data such as instructions, functions, proce-
dures, data structures, application programs, configuration
settings, code, and the like. When the data is accessed by a
machine, the machine may respond by performing tasks,
defining abstract data types, establishing low-level hardware
contexts, and/or performing other operations, as described in
greater detail herein. The data may be stored in volatile and/or
non-volatile data storage. The terms “code” or “program”
cover a broad range of components and constructs, including
applications, drivers, processes, routines, methods, modules,
and subprograms. Thus, the terms “code” or “program” may
be used to refer to any collection of instructions which, when
executed by a processing system, performs a desired opera-
tion or operations. In addition, alternative embodiments may
include processes (in code or otherwise) that use fewer than
all of the disclosed operations, processes that use additional
operations, processes that use the same operations in a differ-
ent sequence, and processes in which the individual opera-
tions disclosed herein are combined, subdivided, or otherwise
altered.

While the present invention has been described with
respect to a limited number of embodiments, those skilled in
the art will appreciate numerous modifications and variations
therefrom. It is intended that the appended claims cover all
such modifications and variations as fall within the true spirit
and scope of this present invention.

What is claimed is:

1. A method comprising:

towing a probe assembly, which includes a probe and a

probe cable, and a seismic array from a seismic vessel
underway in a body of water, wherein (a) the probe
cable, which couples the probe to the seismic vessel, is
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deployed into the body of water via a cable guide that
couples to the seismic vessel near the water surface of
the body of water and below the lowest outside deck
included in the stern of the seismic vessel, and (b) the
seismic array includes cables and at least one of stream-
ers and seismic source guns that couple to the seismic
vessel via the cables;
acquiring water characteristic data, via the probe while the
seismic vessel is advancing, under the seismic vessel’s
own power, and actively towing the seismic array;

determining a location of a portion of the probe assembly
while the seismic array is being actively towed and the
probe is submerged below the water surface; and

based on the determined location of the portion of the probe
assembly, altering a navigation module, included in the
probe, to consequently steer the probe away from a
portion of the seismic array;

wherein acquiring the water characteristic data via the

probe includes (a) repeatedly allowing the probe to free-
fall below the water surface for longer than five minutes
per free-fall and then raising the probe towards the water
surface while (b) determining the location of the probe
and automatically altering the navigation module to
maintain the probe at least a predetermined distance
away from the seismic array.

2. The method of claim 1, wherein altering the navigation
module to consequently steer the probe away from the portion
of'the seismic array includes changing a buoyancy of a buoy-
ancy module included in the probe.

3. The method of claim 1, wherein altering the navigation
module to consequently steer the probe away from the portion
of'the seismic array includes changing a deflection angle of a
steering fin coupled to the probe.

4. The method of claim 1, wherein determining the location
of'the portion of the probe assembly includes determining the
depth of the probe in the body of water.

5. The method of claim 4 including automatically altering
the navigation module to maintain the probe at least a prede-
termined distance below one of the seismic array and the
water surface.

6. The method of claim 1 including automatically altering
the navigation module to maintain the probe at least a prede-
termined distance away from the seismic array, wherein alter-
ing the navigation module includes altering the navigation
module to adjust both the vertical and horizontal trajectory of
the probe.

7. The method of claim 1 including determining sound
velocity based on the acquired water characteristic data.

8. The method of claim 1 including conducting far-field
seismic testing with the probe, the far-field seismic testing
including inducing an acoustic pulse with seismic source
guns and recording seismic data, resulting from the acoustic
pulse, with the probe; wherein the probe is greater than 50
meters from the nearest seismic source gun.

9. The method of claim 1 including determining the probe
cable is less than a predetermined distance from the seismic
array and altering the navigation module, included in the
probe, to consequently steer the probe and the probe cable
away from the portion of the seismic array.

10. The method of claim 1, wherein determining the loca-
tion of the portion of the probe assembly is based on commu-
nicating between a transmitter included in the seismic array
and one of the probe and the probe cable.

11. The method of claim 1 including acquiring the water
characteristic data within five minutes of both inducing an
acoustic pulse with seismic source guns and recording seis-
mic data.



US 9,207,348 B2

17

12. The method of claim 1 including automatically altering
the navigation module to maintain the probe at least a prede-
termined distance away from the portion of the seismic array
based on determining one of (a) the length of probe cable
deployed from the seismic vessel, and (b) a measurement
from a depth sensor included in the probe.

13. The method of claim 1 including determining a portion
of the towed probe cable, deployed from the seismic vessel,
has un-taut slack and altering the navigation module to par-
tially remove the slack.

14. The method of claim 1, (a) wherein determining the
location of the portion of the probe assembly includes deter-
mining a location of a portion of the probe cable, which is not
immediately adjacent the probe, based on communications
with communication modules staggered at intervals along the
probe cable, and (b) automatically altering the navigation
module to steer the portion of the probe cable away from the
seismic array based on determining the location of the portion
of the probe cable.

15. The method of claim 1 including deploying the probe
cable from a winch located on an outside deck that does not
include the cable guide, wherein the outside deck is included
in the seismic vessel.

16. The method of claim 1 including actively propelling the
probe away from the portion of the seismic array via a pow-
ered propulsion unit that is included in the probe and coupled
to a power source.

17. A machine readable non-transitory memory storage
device that contains instructions that enable a processor based
system to, when a probe assembly and a seismic array are
actively towed from a seismic vessel, (a) acquire water char-
acteristic data via a probe; (b) determine a location of a
portion of the probe assembly; and (c) based on the deter-
mined location of the portion of the probe assembly, alter a
navigation module, included in the probe, to consequently
steer the probe away from a portion of the seismic array;

wherein the probe assembly includes the probe and a probe

cable, the probe cable to couple the probe to the seismic
vessel that is underway in a body of water and actively
towing the seismic array, which includes cables and at
least one of streamers and seismic source guns that
couple to the seismic vessel via the cables.
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18. The device of claim 17 storing instructions that enable
the system to change a buoyancy of a buoyancy module,
included in the probe, to consequently steer the probe away
from the portion of the seismic array.

19. The device of claim 17 storing instructions that enable
the system to change a deflection angle of a steering fin,
included in the probe, to consequently steer the probe away
from the portion of the seismic array.

20. A system comprising:

a probe assembly including a probe and a probe cable, the
probe cable to couple the probe to a seismic vessel,
underway in a body of water, that is actively towing a
seismic array that includes cables and at least one of
streamers and seismic source guns that couple to the
seismic vessel via the cables; and

aprobe guide, which is configured to couple to the seismic
vessel near the water surface of the body of water, to
deploy the probe cable into the body of water at an initial
water entry point that is closer to the seismic vessel than
initial water entry points for each of the cables coupling
the at least one of the streamers and the seismic source
guns to the seismic vessel.

21. The system of claim 20 including a controller coupled
to the probe, wherein when the probe assembly and seismic
array are actively towed from the seismic vessel, the control-
ler is configured to: (a) acquire water characteristic data via
the probe; (b) determine a location of a portion of the probe
assembly; and (c) based on the determined location of the
portion of the probe assembly, alter a navigation module,
included in the probe, to consequently steer the probe away
from a portion of the seismic array.

22. The system of claim 21, wherein the probe includes a
buoyancy module and the controller is configured to change a
buoyancy of the buoyancy module to consequently steer the
probe away from the portion of the seismic array.

23. The system of claim 21, wherein the probe includes a
steering fin and the controller is configured to change a
deflection angle of the steering fin to consequently steer the
probe away from the portion of the seismic array.
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